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Evaluate the effectiveness of the Public Service response to a terrorist attack:

The nature of terrorism is changing, becoming more complex, diverse, dispersed, and volatile both in the UK and overseas. In addressing the terrorism threat, the counter-terrorism strategy (CONTEST) of the UK government operates within the confines of four objectives (4Ps); prevent, protect, pursue, and prepare (Waitzman, 2022). The Security Service (MI5) is tasked with safeguarding the UK against threats to the country’s security. Similarly, the Office for Security and Counterterrorism is responsible for coordinating the response of the UK government when there are terrorist incidences. The police also have a crucial role in responding to terrorism, considering they abide by counter-terrorism laws. Over the past decade, there has been a rise in terrorist-linked mass casualty incidents (MCIs) across Europe. The report by the Cabinet Office (2017) shows evidence of this rise, as of September 2017, the threat level from terrorism in the UK was severe, meaning that an attack was highly likely. Similarly, the Government has clarified that the terrorism threat level in the UK, which indicates the likelihood of a terror attack in the country, is substantial (GOV.UK, 2022; Waitzman, 2022). In expanding on the public service response to terrorism, this essay focuses on the 2017 Manchester Arena bombing, emphasising how the responses were deployed to deal with the attack. Correspondingly, there is a critical evaluation of the success and shortcomings of the responses by the involved institutions. The conclusion summarises the paper’s main argument and draws together the ideas discussed into a final thesis.

The Manchester bombing has been termed the first successful terrorist attack in the UK, as well as the deadliest bombing since the 2005 attacks that happened in London on 7/7 (Carroll and Batt, 2017; Kerslake, 2018). The bombing on 22 May 2017 at 10.30 pm, was by Salman Ramadan Abedi, a 22-year-old man, and it resulted in the death of 23 individuals (the bomber included) as well as injuries to 250 others (Carroll and Batt, 2017; Lyons and Mendick, 2021). Several authors, such as Torjesen (2017), Gulland (2017) and Kerslake (2018), expand on the impacts of the bombing, noting that most victims (the 250 people) required medical treatment, particularly for ballistic injuries, whereas many more developed emotional and psychological trauma. Coles (2014) and Craigie et al., (2020) further note that it is crucial to ensure that the healthcare providers who respond to the victims of terror attacks are well-versed in addressing the psychological impacts of such events. The understanding was a crucial consideration, especially concerning inter-agency collaboration, as the emergency responders offering care to the victims needed relevant training on MCIs.
After the assessment by UK authorities, it was established that Abedi was trained and directed by an Islamic terror group from overseas, particularly from Libya, where the attacker had family connections and visited Libya frequently (Kerslake, 2018). Similarly, the Islamic State (IS) terrorist group claimed responsibility for the attack (Dearden, 2017). ISIS issued a lengthy official statement immediately after the bombing terming Abedi a “soldier of the caliphate,” and as such, it emerged that Abedi was a radicalised local national and received assistance from a terrorist group in Libya (Dearden, 2017). Since the attacker’s parents migrated to the UK before his birth but later returned to Libya in 2011, it was concluded that Abedi contacted the group as he frequently visited his family back in Libya. Besides, in 2020, Abedi’s brother, Hashem, acknowledged that the attack was for ISIS (Greater Manchester Police, 2020; Dearden, 2021). This information is relevant in understanding the public service response to the bombing, and accordingly, the prevention objective of CONTEST could be viewed as ineffective. However, there were contrasting insights or views about the responsibility of ISIS. For example, the belief by investigators that Abedi was a lone suicide bomber, hence not associated with a terrorist group, as reported by the Chief Constable of Greater Manchester Police (Dearden, 2017), is considered a key area of controversy. Nonetheless, the statement by the Chief Constable is consistent with the argument by Ganor (2021) that terrorist organisations such as ISIS or Al-Qaeda tend to claim responsibility for “lone wolf” terrorism that takes place in the West. Such an action claiming responsibility is a strategy to spread the ideology of fear linked with terrorist groups. It is crucial to highlight that background knowledge about the attacker as this is key in responding to such major terror bombings, as the agencies in charge are well versed with the mode of operation and whether such attacks will multiply.
The Kerslake Report provides details of the emergency service response, with the main categories being the deployment of the British Transport Police, Greater Manchester Police, North West Ambulance Service, Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service and military assistance to the civil authorities in the course of the response (Kerslake, 2018). From the report, it is clear that investing in multi-agency planning and exercising is valuable, enabling partner agencies to act and respond with high confidence. In particular, the British Transport Police (BTP) were rapid as they were at the Arena’s foyer within 30 seconds, but after GMP officers arrived, they took control of the scene (Kerslake, 2018). Similarly, ambulance personnel arrived at the foyer to attend to the wounded, and armed officers were deployed to secure the scene. Accordingly, there was evidence of inter-institutional collaboration and partnership. HM Government (2018) supports the insights by Kerslake (2018), further noting that collaboration between all security agencies and law enforcement institutions is crucial and entails teamwork, intelligence, specialist facilities and capabilities. The primary responsibility of BTP is to police the Victoria Station and the Manchester Arena, and therefore, the police arrived at the scene immediately after there was an explosion. In this regard, the value of local policing cannot be overlooked in responding to the attack in the Manchester Arena.

Other authors, such as Carroll and Batt (2017), have supported the argument that the response by the authorities to the bombing was immediate, proportionate, and well-coordinated. In particular, local emergency service call centres did a commendable job as they managed a sudden spike in calls after the explosion, as it is reported that the calls had overloaded capacity. The report by Kerslake (2018) indicated that about 400 local police arrived at the scene, and the emergency health response comprised about 60 ambulance units that were quickly deployed to the bombing site. The police worked with venue security in cordoning off the site and, most importantly, moved more than 14000 individuals away from the incident, which was also searched for suspicious items to ensure no further attacks. At this point, it is crucial to note that even though the response was proportionate, there were concerns about the rapid deployment of the resources.
The previous section has critiqued how public service responses were deployed in dealing with the Manchester Arena attack. A key success of the response was the collaboration and partnership between different agencies, which was facilitated by investments in multi-agency planning and was part of the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum (Kerslake, 2018). The investment is invaluable in enabling all the involved authorities to proceed with confidence when responding to the bombing. Another success of the response relates to the collaboration between the government agencies and the public, as the actions of the British Transport Police, the Arena staff and members of the public helped rescue victims of the terror attack (Kerslake, 2018). Precisely, these groups stayed to help, demonstrating high levels of courage and compassion, and as such, the collaboration represented a major success in the response. Several scholars, including Moran et al., (2017) and Skryabina et al., (2021), are in agreement with these insights as they argue that effective coordination between the involved teams, and a functional incident plan, enables an effective response after a terrorist attack. In this regard, the collaboration or partnership between the different agencies proved crucial and facilitated positive outcomes. Similarly, key emergency personnel were effective in providing care to the victims of the attack and did so in a highly stressful and dangerous setting, as it was not clear whether subsequent attacks would happen (Skryabina et al., 2021). In addition to the police and venue security cordoning off the area to ensure the safety of citizens, the authorities ensured that the Manchester Victoria Train Station, which is beneath the arena, was fully evacuated and closed as it was at risk of structural damage (Kerslake, 2018). In this way, it can be concluded that the response was successful and consistent with the CONTEST objectives, especially regarding preventing and protecting. For instance, cordoning off the area, checking multiple times for suspicious items and evacuating the Victoria Train Station not only protected individuals but also prevented further attacks in case the attacker had placed explosive materials at different sites of the arena. 



Regarding guaranteeing safety to the public, the UK government’s response can be considered effective. In particular, the government raised the national level of alert from ‘Severe’ to ‘Critical,’ meaning there was an expectation of a terrorist attack, which remained the same until 27 May (Carroll and Batt, 2017). Carroll and Batt (2017) further argue that by enacting Operation Temperer, which resulted in the deployment of 984 British soldiers, the government effectively provided domestic security capacity. Scholars such as Gearson and Berry (2021) agree with the insights of Carroll and Batt (2017), further arguing that the decisions by the government were appropriate. Precisely, the government’s actions effectively alerted the public to the lethal threat in the country and offered police the extra needed resources. In addition, the government was able to send a message that it was ready and capable of responding to incidents of such kind. The above analysis is pertinent in that it clarifies the effectiveness of the deployed response to the bombing.
Nonetheless, despite the above success, the response had several limitations. The first failure of the response was that no official declared a major incident, the police inspector who was initially in command of the bombing was overpowered by the numerous tasks needed (BBC News, 2017). The bombing was only declared a major incident after the GMP arrived, which was about two and a half hours later (BBC News, 2017). With such extensive tasks, it is not uncommon for the effectiveness of the response to be compromised. Also related to this shortcoming is the fact that there was poor communication between emergency responders, both via physically co-locating one multi-agency rendezvous point and also through radio (BBC News, 2017). Scholars such as Craigie et al. (2020) and Pidd (2022) are in support of the statement, further noting that while communication after major incidents is crucial, internal, and external calls often tend to overpower the hospital switchboards. The communication problem was exacerbated as there was no setup for a forward command post to facilitate liaising of senior officers (BBC News, 2017). It is clear that when there is a lack of communication during incidents involving terrorist attacks, then emergency response becomes ineffective as professionals and multi-agency officials cannot pass the necessary information efficiently. 
Lastly, the Kerslake (2018) report states that the Greater Manchester Fire and Rescue Service took about two hours before arriving at the attack site and did not play a meaningful role in response to the bombing. The other shortcoming of the response was that it took about 30 minutes for the Northwest Ambulance Service to deploy ambulances to the site, and even with that, there were inadequate paramedics (BBC News, 2017; Kerslake, 2018; Rodrigues, 2021). Even with many ambulances deployed in scenes of MCIs, the need for adequate and well-trained paramedics remains a priority, hence evidence of shortcomings in responding to the Manchester Arena attack. In this light, if there had been immediate response and action by the fire service, a quick pronouncement of the bombing as a major incident, adequate paramedics, and effective communication between the responders, there would have been more survivors.
The Manchester Arena bombing was a serious and deadly attack that led to the death of 23 individuals who had attended the Ariana Grande concert. After exploring the process, the relevant agencies and institutions acted in the aftermath of the attack, it emerged that there were several successes in the response. For instance, the investment in planning and exercising by the Greater Manchester Resilience Forum enabled collaboration and partnership between various agencies, and this facilitated the responders to act with confidence. Similarly, the scene of the incident was cordoned off for safety, and the enactment of Operation Temperer deployed soldiers in cities to help improve domestic security. However, the Kerslake report noted numerous shortcomings in responding to the Manchester Arena attack. The shortcomings include the fact that officials did not immediately declare the bombing as a major incident, there was poor communication, the fire services took place to arrive at the scene, and delay in the deployment of ambulances at the scene. In conclusion, while the involved authorities deployed responses to the incident scene, it is clear that the overall public service response was ineffective in responding to the bombing of the arena, considering the shortcomings or limitations of such responses exceeded their success.
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